



Failure to Graduate for Latino Students
Why do Latinos do not graduate from the University of Champaign-Urbana? The 
ethnographic research I performed was to give me a better idea of why Latinos cannot seem to 
graduate at the University of Champaign-Urbana. I conducted and ethnographic research and I 
created a questionnaire. With the ethnographic research I was able to get most of my answers for 
questions regarding the tuition being too high, and if race played a role when it came to graduating. 
Do students get enough support and if teachers are the ones to blame for the students failure. Most 
of my participants agreed that tuition is high; being a Latino does play a role. Family counts as 
being a pillar-support and teachers cannot be blamed for not accomplishing graduation. Most 
people think that Latinos don’t graduate because they don’t care about a higher education, but with 
my research I found out that Latinos have a hard time that goes beyond not caring. Unlike other 
races Latino’s not only face financial problems but their culture plays a big role in furthering their 
education. 
In the news I hear that the Latino graduation rates must go up. So, everyone thinks as 
Latinos we are doing a poor job when it comes to education. I chose to perform the research 
because I noticed that there aren’t many Latinos attending U of I. I believe that is because they do 
not have the money to pay for the semester. As a Latino student attending the University of 
Champaign-Urbana, I have a lot of pressure.  No one in my family has graduated; therefore I have 
to graduate to be the first one in the family to accomplish that goal. Latinos also come from a 
working-class family so money is also an issue. The tuition at University of Champaign-Urbana 
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just for one semester about $12,000. Latinos are also known for being close to their families. 
Latinos would leave everything and anything just to be with their love ones. I believe those are 
three top reasons why Latinos fail to graduate. The pressure is too much and they can’t take it. The 
tuition at U of I is something they can’t afford. Lastly, Latinos just can’t stay away from their 
culture and traditions.  That is why I want to get the insight reasons from other Latino students of 
U of I of why they think graduating is so hard. It really intrigues me why Latinos don’t graduate as 
compared to other races. It makes me question myself if I will even graduate. I have a friend who 
is a Latino and he graduated from U of I. Knowing that other Latinos graduate makes me question 
why some Latinos fail to do so.  Therefore, I plan to do an ethnographic study for the purpose of 
investigating the causes of why Latinos have a hard time graduating at the University of 
Champaign-Urbana. Doing the ethnographic research I will interview U of I students who are 
Latinos and find clear reasons of why they think Latinos are failing at graduating.  I will interview 
current attending students, students who have transferred students who have dropped-out and 
graduating students.  I want to know what do current students of U of I think of their future at the 
university; do they think they have more obstacles at graduating because of their race? Students 
who transferred why did they transfer? I want to find out if the programs the University of 
Champaign-Urbana play a role for Latino students to transfer out. What do the Latino students who 
do accomplish graduation think about the issue? If there is a 30% of Latinos who are graduating at 
the U of I, then I want to find out what are they doing that other Latinos are not. The Latinos who 
dropped-out what drove them to drop-out and not continue with their education. It really concerns 
me to know the high percentage of Latinos who don’t graduate because it kind of underestimates 
us as a race. As a Latino we are seen as the race that doesn’t graduate from the University.  I really 
wish the statics would change. That is why I think I first need to do the ethnographic research and 
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dig deeper into the problem in order to think of a solution. I would also like to obtain the opinion 
of the faculty of the University of Champaign-Urbana.  Is it the faculty to blame for the failure of 
Latinos not graduating? From what professors’ see in class can they indentify why their Latino 
students don’t graduate. I know in general the graduation rate for Latinos is low but I will be 
focusing on the University of Champaign-Urbana and their Latino students. 
Kelly, Andrew, Mark Schneider, and Kevin Carey did a research called, "Rising to the 
Challenge: Raising Hispanic Graduation Rates as a National Priority." Their research shows that at 
the University of Champaign-Urbana only has sixty-seven percent of Latino students graduate as 
compared to an eighty-five percent of White students.  To find out why Latinos are not graduating 
from U of I, I created a questionnaire. The reason why I created a questionnaire was because it was 
easier to e-mail. The people I chose to give the questionnaire too, are either working or attending 
school. E-mailing the questionnaire was more convenient for them and easier for them to cooperate 
with me. There were two people who could not do the questionnaire due to no internet and no time, 
therefore I called those two people and quickly ask the main questions.  I also read several articles 
with information about studies similar to mine. The studies talked about Latino drop-out reasons, 
graduation rates, the cultural influence and the Universities awareness of Latinos’ needs.
While I was in high school I noticed that many Latinos were dropping out. If students drop 
out in high school chances are they will not even attend a single semester in college which leads to 
low college graduation rates.  The Washington Post has an article about Latino students dropping 
out of high school. The article says some students drop out because they cannot learn the English 
language.  It also says that Latino students have a higher rate of pregnancy exceeding any other 
minority.  I had seen many Latino students dropping out to take care of their child or to get a job. 
The Washington Post says students easily slip through the cracks. If a student cuts classes, the 
3
school mails a report home; it has full-time employees to track down truants and their parents. 
However, they encounter problems of phones getting disconnected, apartment buzzers break, and 
in some cases parents don't seem to care about the truancy.  I believe that family plays a big role in 
Latino students if they don’t seem to care neither will the students. From my experience with other 
Latinos, I know some of the parents are too busy working trying to provide for the family and they 
don’t notice their children are not attending school. The parents who do notice sometimes don’t 
encourage their children to attend school. Many will agree for them to drop-out and just get a job. 
It’s hard making Latino students’ graduate high school and them not graduating makes it even 
harder for them to even complete college.  President Barack Obama wants the United States to 
reclaim its position as the nation with the highest concentration of adults with postsecondary 
degrees in the world. However, this cannot be achieved without the Latino students. In order for 
the United States to achieve what the president wants the Latino graduating rate has to increase. 
Lorena is a single Latina mom of a friend of mine. I couldn’t send her a questionnaire since 
her internet was disconnected. I had to quickly ask her questions over the phone since she was at 
work. Lorena has a son who did not complete high-school or attend college. Lorena said raising 
her son was difficult so when he decided to drop-out of high school she didn’t encourage him 
enough to continue. He said he would get a job which he did but eventually quit. I asked her why 
she didn’t encourage him more she said he was too out of hand he was a rebel and she had to focus 
on paying the bills, so she gave up on him. Instead she send him away to California hoping he 
would change but up to today he still unemployed and has only completed grammar school and 
one year of high school. Her story is just what the Washington Post describes parents who let their 
children slip through the cracks.  Griselda an acquaintance of mine is a parent who completed high 
school and is currently working but did not attend college.  I asked her if as a parent is it important 
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to her for her children to graduate from college?  Griselda said that it is important because the 
children will only acquire more knowledge and will have more opportunities in life which will 
help them achieve their goals. As a parent Griselda feels counselors help with financial-aid but 
they lack in the guidance of helping students picking the right college for them. Griselda’s answer 
relates to the article “Rising to the Challenge.”
Jennifer Gonzalez writes an article based on the report “Rising to the Challenge: Raising 
Hispanic Graduation Rates as a National Priority.”  According to the report I was able to 
understand that Colleges are one of the many reasons of why Latino students are not graduating. 
The article says that colleges are doing a poor job of graduating Latino students. Across the 
country 51 percent of Latino students who start college complete a bachelor's degree in six years, 
compared with 59 percent of white students. Latino students graduate at lower rates than do white 
students with similar academic backgrounds across similarly ranked colleges, from the nation's 
least-selective institutions to its most-selective colleges and universities.  Even many colleges that 
qualify as Latino serving institutions a federal designation that makes them eligible for special 
funds from several agencies are graduating less than half of their Latino students. The data in the 
report “Rising to the Challenge,” shows quite clearly that colleges and universities cannot place all 
of the blame on students for failing to graduate. 
The report “Rising to the Challenge,” offers policy recommendations at both the national 
and institutional levels that can improve college completion. The authors Kelly, Schneider, and 
Carey raise awareness of the need to better understand and serve Latino students in higher 
education. They believe that serving the Latino population in higher education means more than 
just enrolling them in colleges and universities but it also requires serving students in improving 
the chances of them completing a degree. 
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So one of the things I agree with the report is that sometimes Latino students are not well 
oriented when it comes to picking a University. Most Latino students do not have the money for 
high institutions and that’s why they never graduate. Latinos might be able to afford a couple 
semesters but not all the years the degree might require. Lack of money influences Latino students 
to not graduate. If Latino students were oriented as to which colleges will benefit them 
economically and career-wise maybe the graduation rate could be higher. 
Cesar is a close friend of mine who I met at U of I. Cesar completed high school, graduated 
from U of I and is currently employed. Cesar is also Latino has a major in Spanish/Economics. 
When asked if the tuition at the University of Champaign-Urbana was too expensive for Latinos? 
Cesar responded that it was expensive. According to Cesar, one class that is worth 3 credit hours 
should not be $1500.  The books and living expenses are already high enough without the yearly 
increase in tuition.  The excuse of inflation is not even valid because inflation doesn’t even go up 
as high.  The school also keeps accepting more and more people in the school every year.  It’s nice 
to see new Macs every year and teachers driving $90,000 cars, but this is supposed to be an 
educational institute, not a money hungry collection agency. Having that answer I can tell Cesar 
agrees the tuition is high and Cesar also points out that because the institution keeps enrolling more 
and more students the need for materials is the cause for an increase in the tuition. According to 
Cesar during freshman year Cesar paid $16,000 dollars a semester and each additional year it 
increased $1,000 dollars more.  Joseph another friend of mine is a college graduate from U of I. 
Unlike Cesar, Joseph doesn’t think the university’s tuition is high because there are scholarships 
available through third parties. Joseph paid $35,000 in tuition and fees however, Joseph does not 
know of any scholarships that U of I offers to Latino students.   Manuel is an outreach coordinator 
at U of I, he says the University's main scholarship for Latino and African-Americans is the 
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President's Award Program. Outside of that there are any other scholarships provided specifically 
by the U of I for Latinos. It raises questions about the legitimacy of the University's prioritization 
of minority recruitment. Therefore, he doesn’t think there are enough scholarships for Latinos 
students offered a U of I. Not enough money and not enough scholarships how are Latinos 
supposed to graduate? Mari is a close friend of mine who had to take a semester off due to 
financial problems. She had to stop attending U of I, she went back to Chicago and got a job.  Mari 
says many Latinos drop-out not because they are not smart enough but because they cannot longer 
afford the tuition. Mari thinks U of I can improve the Latino rates by having the tuition based on 
family income. Mari thinks a student should pay not more of what their parents can offer because 
that would only make the rates of drop out increase more every year now since tuition is going up 
each year. Government doesn’t want to give Latinos enough loans thinking parents can afford it 
when they really cannot.
Mari mentioned that financial problems had to do a lot with Latinos graduating and Mari 
recommended that tuition should be based on family income. Although is a good suggestion I 
happen to disagree because I don’t think it would be fair to all the students. Why should some 
students pay more and others less? I do think that U of I should come out with a better plan when it 
comes to tuition. As Ryan Files said, it is necessary for the faculty and administration to 
understand not only its student population, but also crucial to understand the different challenges 
that face diverse groups.
At U of I the minorities have a couple of cultural centers. For the Latinos one of the most known is 
La Casa.  Ryan Files did an ethnographic research based on Latinos and their experience when 
entering U of I. When he went to La Casa he noticed it was very colorful and there were many 
objects. To Ryan La Casa was really an exploration since he comes from an African-American 
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background he did not know what to expect.  The reason why I bring his research into my own is 
because some of his details connect with mine. He interviewed a couple people who agree that 
Latinos have strong family ties and one of the people he interviewed said that it was her mother 
who pushed her to continue a higher-education. Those details combined with my research come 
together to agree that Latinos will pursue graduation if the family is supportive. Maybe if the 
graduation rates are low is because the family’s support is lost. Mari responded that family is a big 
influence in the Latino community. Family is what determines if we go to college or not. If family 
doesn’t encourage us to reach a higher education or help us financially then it’s hard to continue an 
education after high school. Monique also a friend, says that when a student is having family 
problems the student has to leave school in order to attend the issue and help out with the family. A 
perfect example is a close friend Beta. Since she had a tight schedule I had to call her instead of 
doing the questionnaire. Beta is a transferred student, who used to attend U of I but her mom 
became very ill that she had to come back to Chicago. She left U of I to attend family issues 
however, her family is very supportive and wants to see her graduate that is why she is attending 
Loyola University.  Manuel also believes that without a doubt that within Latino community, 
family is a big deal. And as such, their decision to attend the university, their support while 
staying, or their hindrance for leaving is usually all some product of family ties. Many Latino 
students will not make important decisions without first asking for advice from family members, 
specifically their parents and siblings.
So far Latinos have financial and family issues but Latinos face other difficulties when it 
comes to graduating. Cesar said that there are some difficulties as a Latino attending U of I such as 
racism. Cesar said that he knows someone who was very close to the KKK at UIUC and that UIUC 
had a KKK chapter Cesar at one time. The KKK members where leaders of the school board and 
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recruited white frat kids.  Racism is high and stressful at UIUC.  Cesar has felt tension between 
other classmates but no remarks have been made directly towards him. Cesar’s answer coincides 
with Patty Garcia who did an ethnographic research on how self-identification determines the 
Latino students’ experience at the University of Illinois. During her freshman year she was 
introduced to overt actions of racism, which was something that in her previous environment she 
never experienced because most of the people she was with were minorities. She and her 
roommate had a Mexican flag posted on their dormitory door in celebration of Mexican 
Independence day. Imagine being in the third week of school, coming into your dorm to find your 
flag “missing” and an offensive comment written on our board. She emailed her residential advisor 
to inform her. Several days passed and they saw no reply, no mass mail to the floor, no discussion 
of why this was done and what could be done to avoid it. As a senior, she looks back attempting to 
find answers to why many of her friends dropped out, why they did not seek support or guidance, 
or if it was even given to them? Karina said, the only problem with the University of U of I is that 
there are not enough Latinos which sometimes makes Karina feel out of place. “Not belonging,” an 
interesting point Karina brings up. I sometimes feel like I don’t belong at U of I because I am a 
Latino. Every semester I hoped to see a Latino face in my new class, someone I could identify 
with. When I would see that my class was full of Caucasians students I felt out of place and I 
already knew I would make no friends. I am a very sociable person but for some reason I could 
never identify with them and Caucasian students never really wanted to talk. With no 
communication I cannot form a relationship. However, with African American students it became 
easy to talk too. I had no problems with forming friendships with them. I think maybe because 
African Americans are also considered a minority I was able to get along better with them. At least 
they would talk to me. Being at U of I far away from my Latino culture does make it difficult to 
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keep on going. I started missing the homemade food, the family and friends. So, I do agree that 
when there are not many Latino students attending U of I, you can feel a sense of “not belonging.” 
I asked Griselda, what is the greatest obstacle a Latino child faces at the University of Champaign-
Urbana? Griselda said that besides financial problems, Latinos face a new environment totally 
different from the one they grew-up in. The environment which consist not only racism, but 
prejudice which makes them feel rejected. Due to racism many Latino students do drop-out. That 
is why many seek a place where they can feel comfortable. Manuel gave me a whole list of Latino 
organizations such as: Alpha Psi Lambda, Sigma Lambda Beta, Sigma Lambda Gamma, Lambda 
Theta Phi, Lambda Theta Alpha, Omega Phi Beta, Lambda Upsilon Lambda, Gamma Phi Omega, 
Gamma Alpha Omega, Mexican Student Association, Puerto Rican Student Association 
M.E.Ch.A, and U.N.F.A.S. These organizations are very important because Latinos interact with 
other Latinos at the University of U of I and they try to find a place of comfort just like La Casa.
Even with some Latino organizations, Joseph believes that U of I should offer more 
programs directed towards the Latino community.  This way, Latino students can get together and 
discuss courses and difficult subjects.  Also, some type of mentoring program could be helpful so 
that the students could learn from the experiences of others. As a student of U of I, I have found 
most of my help in study groups.  Listening to other students and their concerns is useful because 
we can help one another. That is why I agree with Joseph’s idea about a mentoring program. Is the 
lack of programs the administrations’ fault? Should teacher be blame for the 30% rate of Latinos 
graduating at U of I. Monique and Joseph agreed that professors should not be blamed for a 
student’s failure because professors are available to help improve the grades. Manuel said that U of 
I’s intend is to fulfill their mission of preparing students for a career but there does need to be 
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some expansion of that to accommodate for the specific needs and challenges that Latino students 
may present. 
One of the many challenges Latino students present is being undocumented. Guadalupe 
another acquaintance is undocumented and has had a hard time getting scholarships and the few 
that Guadalupe applied towards too, were unsuccessful. Guadalupe decided to attend a city college 
and pay out-of-pocket but it soon became too expensive so she stopped attending. Karina and 
Monique also agree that undocumented students cannot afford tuition since financial aid is denied 
therefore they cannot graduate or get a job. That affects the statistics because many will enroll and 
very few will accomplish graduation. 
After reading my questionnaires all the students agreed that the University of Champaign-
Urbana was their choice of further education because of its excellence in education.  Their favorite 
part about college was the interaction with new people and making new friends. The most difficult 
part about college had varied answers. Some said being away from home, too much homework, 
high tuition. They all agreed that family was being supportive with their college education and that 
is why they are still enrolled.  I came to the conclusion that the main reason why Latino students 
do not graduate from the University of Champaign-Urbana is because tuition is too much for them 
to afford. Instead they are force to drop-out, take a break or transfer out. I found out that family is 
important in their education.  Culture is a big thing we have a feeling of pride as Joseph mentioned 
in his questionnaire. We are family oriented like many of the participants mentioned. Many Latino 
students will not make important decision without first asking their families for advice specially 
parents. I found out that even though U of I has many Latino organizations the lack of Latino 
students attending the university is a problem. If there were more Latino students enrolled more 
Latinos would feel comfortable and the graduation rates would go up.  I think my research lacked 
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the response of professors and T.A’s., even though I asked for their participation they did not 
respond. I will take a guess that they were stacked with work. I do feel like their input might have 
helped my research because I would’ve gotten their point of view as to why Latinos are not 
graduating and some of their experiences with their Latino students. Guadalupe said that as a 
Latino we feel more pressured to graduate because we are a minority but if we don’t graduate no 
one really cares because Latinos are expected to not graduate. I agree Latinos are not expected to 
graduate but that is why we should change that perspective that others have of us. I think that 
based on my ethnographic research the University of Champaign-Urbana should offer more Latino 
scholarships as well as creating more Latino programs. If the University becomes more available 
to the Latino people more students will come which will eventually raise the graduation rates. This 
concludes my ethnographic research which can be found in categories involving Latinos and 
graduation.
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